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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Public education in the United States is concerned
with providing every child with the best education possible.
But somewhere along the way, the potential of many able and
gifted students is being lost to society.

These students

are underachieving, for one or various reasons.

This

frustrates teachers, irritates taxpayers, and worries parents.
Who is this underachiever?

What can be done for him?

Russel states in rather harsh and figurative terms:
He is the person who sits on his potential, resisting
ing various motivational procedures to get him off his
potential, and possibly needing an adroitly directed
kick in that same potential (25:66).
How could this psychological kick be administered?
American public schools need to take a cue from industry and
find out why so many students have not been performing up to
capacity and if anything could be done about it.
I.

THE PROBLEM

Statement of the problem.

It was the purpose of this

study (1) to examine the causes of underachievement; (2) to
touch on the methods of diagnosis; and (3) to give some
suggestions for the school's role in the treatment of this
problem.
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Importance of the study.

"Underachievement is now

recognized as a serious problem by parents, teachers and
scholars alike" (22:422).

Teachers want to know what to do

with children who have not been working up to capacity.
Little has been written in text books on the specific area
of underachievement.

Various articles and studies done in

recent years have appeared in journals and other professional
magazines.

However, there has been little attempt to gather

these materials into a useful set of findings and
suggestions.
II.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

In discussing causes, several factors will be
mentioned which need help beyond that provided by the school.
These are included because the teacher should be aware that
they may be acting within the child.
Forms of treatment suggested will deal only with what
could be attempted by the school.

Techniques of remedial

work for specific subjects are excluded.
In any applications of the study of underachievement,
there is danger of misusing the term "underachiever."
stalls or standstills are a natural part of a person's
growth.

Slow development may be due to slow maturation

(6:122; 13:159-164).

Some
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The concept of underachievement is simple. It
says that students who do not perform in the classroom
as well as expected are "underachievers." In short,
they could do better but don't or won't. Thus a
problem is born. A few teachers fight it; some
researchers explore it; many parents fear it. Underachieving students are alternately warned, tested,
punished, encouraged, counselled, and tutored. Still
the problem persists (7:121).
Any valid conclusions of this paper will be limited
by the varied, contradictory, and, in some cases, scarce
nature of material written or tested in the area of underachievement.
III.

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED

Underachievement.

Underachievement has been

interpreted as academic achievement at a level below the one
expected on the basis of the objective results of informal
and standardized tests and the subjective judgment of school
personnel.
Underachiever.

The student who achieves below his

ability has been termed an underachiever.

This included a

wide range of capability from students with low or average
ability performing below grade level to those of high
ability doing only average work.
Self-concept.

Self-concept has been defined as

"those parts of the phenomenal field which the individual
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has differentiated as relatively stable and definite parts
or characteristics of himself" (10:493).
Value.

Raths' definition of the term value was

accepted for this report.

A value is a feeling, attitude,

belief, problem, or interest that meets the following
criteria:
(1) it is prized (2) it is chosen after reflection

(3) it is affirmed (4) it is part of a regular and

rather consistent pattern of behavior (5) it penetrates
into significant aspects of living and of life (22:422).

CHAPTER II
CAUSES OF UNDERACHIEVEMENT
This chapter deals with possible causes of
underac~ievement as found in current literature.
areas will be discussed:

Three

(1) the child; (2) home

conditions; and (3) the school.

Not all factors mentioned

would necessarily result in underachievement.

Some of the

same reasons might even have caused a child to overachieve
as a means of compensation.

It is also frequently difficult

to differentiate the cause and the effect of underachievement.

I.

THE CHILD

Some of the most important causes of underachievement
have been found within the child.

For the purpose of this

paper, these will be grouped under five headings:

Physical

condition, self-concept, values, emotional problems, and
school history.
Physical condition.

The first thing to look into

should be the physical condition of the child.
health is of vital importance.

His general

Poor physical condition

such as frequent illness, malnutrition, cardiac condition,
or glandular disturbances could interfere with learning.
Sensory defects such as faulty vision, hearing, and speech
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may also impede the child's progress (2:37; 18:147).
Lack of motor control results in poor coordination
in walking, running, and writing.

Poor motor control has

been shown to be associated with reading disabilities and
spelling defects (2:39).
Physical conditions mentioned have sometimes gone
unnoticed and the child unjustly labeled a failure.

An

example is an eight-year-old boy with an I.Q. of 148,
referred to a clinic because he couldn't read.

It was

discovered that he had a hearing loss which prevented him
from distinguishing beginning and ending consonant sounds.
As a result, he was unable to associate sounds with words.
Because of a behavior problem, he was put in a special
class and, with special help in reading, was reading
seventh grade material within a year (18:148).
Self-concept.

Some of the most significant findings

in the study of what causes a child to underachieve have to
do with the theory of self-concept.

Several authors mention

negative attitudes toward self or feelings of inadequacy as
a prime cause for underachievement.

Self-concept has to do

with the way an individual sees himself.

In relating this

to learning problems, Walsh referred to Lecky's SelfConsistency:

A Theory of Personality.

Lecky feels that the

motive of all behavior is to maintain this perception of
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one's self because it is necessary in order to preserve
one's own identity.
Even a person who believes that his "self" is
weak, bad, or stupid will adhere to all perceptions
that bolster this picture of himself and refuse to
see or accept any perceptions that suggest he is
good, strong, or clever (27:2).
According to Walsh, then, a typical low achiever is
a

Child who sees himself as inadequate, helpless,
and perhaps worthless. He sees himself, not as able
to achieve or act constructively for his own enjoyment
or benefit, but as having to be on the defensive in
order to maintain his integrity. He may simulate
indifference or bravado; he may fight blindly and
hopelessly, dig in his heels stubbornly or withdraw
into daydreams or unreachable passivity. While he
may see himself as threatened and helpless, in the
one area of academic achievement he can be the winner.
No one can make him learn anything (27:6-7).
Walsh selected doll play using the Driscoll Playkit
as her method of measuring self-concepts of bright boys
with learning difficulties.

These boys were selected from

the second, third, fourth, and fifth grades of one school
in a prosperous, middle-class suburban community.
achievers were matched with adequate achievers.

Low
The

following five hypotheses were constructed:
The doll play of low achievers, compared with that
of adequate achievers, less frequently depicts the boy
doll as (1) free to pursue his own interests; (2)
free to express his feelings; (3) accepted as a member
of his family; (4) adequate in responding to environmental stimuli; (5) able to identify with the male
role (27:13).
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Three hypotheses--one, two, and four--were highly
confirmed.

Results were less conclusive on hypothesis

three, feelings of belonging.

Hypothesis five, dealing

with sex identification, did not discriminate between the
two groups (27:38).
Another study, by Fink, tried to determine the
relationship of self-concept and academic achievement.

He

attempted to show that an adequate self-concept is related
to high achievement and an inadequate self-concept to low
achievement.
The study group consisted of eighty-eight students
from a freshman class of a rural California high school.
They were matched in pairs according to sex and I.Q.
Psychological data was submitted to three Judges:

two

school psychologists and a clinical psychologist.

They

were asked to make a clinical Judgment as to the adequacy
or inadequacy of the self-concept of each student.

The

results clearly supported Fink's hypothesis for boys but
were considerably less positive for girls (9:57-62).
Values.

A second area which has received considerable

attention as a cause for underachievement is an inadequate
set of values.

Raths went so far as to say it is a lack

of values that causes underachievement.

In an experimental

study, he attempted to prove that underachievement is a
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symptom of students' failure to acquire a set of values for
themselves.

Getting good grades was not a genuine goal of

the underachiever, Raths felt, but, instead, was forced upon
him by his parents, teachers, and society.

In the experi-

ment, thirteen pairs of high school students were matched
according to sex, grade in school, previous rank-in-class,
social class, and I.Q.

The experimenter met with each

student a minimum of twelve times during the semester in an
effort to clarify his attitudes, beliefs, interests,
purposes, and aspirations.

"It was concluded that the

clarifying procedure was consistently associated with an
increase in the achievement level of the students in the
experimental group" (22:422-424).
The student may have his own set of values, but these
may be inconsistent with those of the school or society as a
whole.

An underachiever of higher ability may be more

concerned with the approval of his peers than with getting
good grades.

This would have a deterring effect if he is

pressured by group standards reflecting an "antiintellectual11 outlook (26:134).
Undergirding all of a pupil's behavior impelling
him to achieve, underachieve, or in some cases
overachieve, lies his system of values fashioned and
made fairly solid and permanent by home, church,
school, and cultural milieu. Clearly, he will pour
what energy he has into those activities he values
most (19:70).
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Emotional problems.

Most other factors within the

child can be grouped under the area of emotional problems.
These include a wide variety of behavior characteristics
and forms of adjustment, from the emotionally disturbed to
the relatively well-adjusted child with an emotional block
to learning.
Moak gives the clinical definition of emotionally
disturbed as:
When distress and anxiety have overcome a child to
a degree not experienced by the average child, so that
he not only has lost the ability to meet and cope with
his problems, but also exhibits his inner confusion in
odd and persistent patterns of behavior (20:12).
As children grow, it is a natural process for them
to react with hurt, resentment, and anger towards the demands
placed on them.

If a child never encountered emotional

distress, his self-discipline and the capacity to adjust to
the difficulties of life would never fully develop.

But

some children are unable to adjust adequately to the demands
of their environment.
Without attention to their needs, children who are
not deeply affected
flounder through childhood and through life, failing
in school, suffering from agonizing shyness or
frightful temper tantrums, having trouble learning to
read or to speak, wetting the bed or having nightmares
or hanging on to babyish ways of behavior. For still
others apparently not "troubled", the unresolved
confusions and anxieties of childhood will lay the
ground for, at best, a life of frustration and
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unhappiness; at worst, for mental illness in adult
life ( 20: 2) .
Children within the classroom may exhibit some forms
of maladjustment resembling one of the following quoted by
Brueckner from Gates and Bond (2:49):
1.

Nervous tensions and habits such as stuttering,
nail-biting, restlessness, insomnia, and
pathological illness.

2.

Putting up a bold front as a defense reaction,
loud talk, defiant conduct, sullenness.

3.

Retreat reactions such as withdrawal from
ordinary associations, joining outside gangs,
and truancy.

4.

Counterattack such as making mischief in
school, playing practical jokes, thefts,
destruction, cruelty, bullying.

5.

Withdrawing reactions including mind-wandering
and daydreaming.

6.

Extreme self-consciousness, becoming easily
injured, blushing, developing peculiar fads
and frills and eccentricities, inferior feelings.

7.

Give-up or submissive adjustment, as shown
by inattentiveness, indifference, apparent
laziness.

Inattentiveness, shyness, discipline problems--these
types of behavior characteristics are likely to be
identified by the teacher as reasons for poor learning.

They

are also frequently mentioned by authorities in the field
of education.

In a study made by the United States Office

of Education, fifteen experts worked together to examine
the underachiever.

Some of their findings included:
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greater hostility and stronger feelings of inferiority,
behavior considered less mature than that shown by their
achieving peers, and negative attitudes towards themselves
and others (23:134).
School history.

Reasons for underachievement may be

found in the student's school history.

Circumstances or a

bad situation occurred which the school needs to help
correct.
The age at which a child begins school may have an
influence on achievement.

Carter studied the effect of

early school entrance on the scholastic achievement of
elementary school children.

He used fifty underage and

fifty normal age children as a sampling for comparison.

The

study included only scholastic achievement and nothing else.
He found that when school experiences were the same, the
chronologically older child appeared to have the advantage
in academic achievement over the younger child.

Pupils

who were underage and made a low score on the first
achievement test did not improve their position in the
remaining years in the elementary school.

Academic

achievement of boys was more affected by chronological age
than that of girls.

Scores were lower for underage boys

than for underage girls.

Exceptions to his theory led

Carter to believe that other factors besides underage
influence achievement (4:102-103).
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Chronological age is not the only factor that can
contribute to a poor beginning.

The child may have

developed poor attitudes and habits because of getting off
to a bad start.

He may have been immature or in a poor

school situation.
A disability in one or more of the subject areas
frequently contributes to a general learning deficiency.
For example, if a child is lacking in the basic reading
skills, his other work will probably suffer (18:148).
Irregular attendance as a possible cause for learning
difficulties has long been recognized.
elementary grades may result in failure.

Absence in the
It may also cause

failure in later grades due to lack of foundation work in
the academic subjects.

Related to poor attendance are other

factors such as poor health and home attitudes.

In higher

grades, truancy reflects a dislike of school (18:154).
However, Pierce's study on sixth graders found no significant
difference in number of school absences between underachievers and achievers.

These findings were based on one

school year only (21:25).
Changing schools from year to year, and especially
within the school year, may result in serious consequences.
Learning is not a simple matter of going to school and
gaining knowledge.

The child in a new school situation
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first has to adjust to his new classmates, teachers,
teaching methods and the many varied learning requirements.
If, in the process of adjusting to these factors, his
family moves and he is again thrust into new surroundings,
he may find himself forced to begin over again.
Changing schools frequently in the early grades may
expose the student to several different teaching methods,
which can cause confusion or gaps in basic subjects
(18:151-152).
Academic standards vary from one school district to
another.

Often schools within the same district are

reluctant to accept the judgments of another school.

This

may result in the child being placed in a lower class for a
trial period.

This would be a very discouraging and

unpleasant experience for the child, and if it happened more
than once could result in a learning problem (18:150-151).
Inadequate work and study habits are frequently
important reasons for failure.

Howell has shown that

elementary school children seem to profit by emphasis on
work-study skills more than do adolescents (15:384-389).
Therefore, methods of study should have been part of the
child's elementary education.
Duncan conducted a research report on the study
habits of poorer students.

He found that they often study
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in a place that is noisy.

They may not study enough or as

much as the better students.

If they find the course

uninteresting, they study even less than in a course that
is interesting (8:292).
II.

HOME CONDITIONS

The reason for a child's underachievement can very
often stem from the home.

Economic conditions, cultural

patterns, parent attitudes, and lack of learning atmosphere
have been discussed.
Economic conditions.

Economic conditions and its

effect on achievement is a controversial issue.

The

following two studies showed little or no correlation
between underachievement and any one socio-economic status
level.
Curry's study was conducted on 1,773 sixth-grade
students from a large city school district in the Southwest.
As would be expected in a normal distributions, the middle
economic group contributed the larger number of underachievers.

Although other authors consider lower economic

status as a cause for underachievement, Curry found that
there were three times as many underachievers in the upper
economic group than in the lower (6:41-45).

A second study

by Pierce, conducted on only forty sixth-grade students,
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found no relationship between economic status and level of
achievement (21:25).
In contrast, the study by the United States Office of
Education found that low socio-economic status could affect
a student's achievement by hindering his self-concept and
stifling his ambition (26:134).

Other causes of under-

achievement such as lack of parental stimulation and
interest and poor learning conditions are more likely to be
related to the lower economic group.

In some individual

cases, learning is hampered because the parents are unable
to provide school supplies, necessary clothing, or healthful
food and living conditions (18:155).
Parent attitudes.

"The degree to which the home

takes an interest in the child's school work has a distinct
relationship to the child's success" (2:52-53).

Parents'

attitudes are often guided by their own success or lack of
success in school.

If they did not do well in school, they

very likely will see little value in education (18:154).
A lack of interest in the child may result in serious
consequences in the field of learning.
Having been denied the love he needs and wants,
the child reacts with hostility, which, in the area
of learning, is not a helpless hostility but a powerful
weapon. While nonlearning hurts him to some extent,
it also frustrates, embarrasses, or distresses his
parents. There is nothing the parents can do about
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it, since they cannot learn for him and cannot make
him learn (27:5).
Some parents are overly antagonistic towards the
school.

They blame the school for all their child's

problems.

Here, neither the home nor the school meets the

child's need, and the school finds it impossible to work
with the home (18:156).
Too much pressure to succeed is another serious
problem.

This might result in rebellion.

Or, if the reason

for this pressure is the parents' anxiety, the child may
feel he is a failure.
A child, quickly sensing the disappointment of his
parents, becomes more anxious and easily discouraged.
He becomes convinced that he cannot learn and of
course through the years this pyramids--he fails to
attain essential skils in reading, arithmetic, or in
ways of studying. Each new learning becomes
progressively more difficult and hopeless (23:10).
Poor learning atmosphere.

The general conditions of

the home, regardless of its economic status, sets the stage
for school.
During the early years, the child's security, his
ability to carry enterprises to a successful conclusion,
his ability to follow directions, his basic language
usage, and his background of understanding are
developed in the home. If the members of the family
group are quarrelsome, overexacting, overprotective,
or inconsistent, the child is likely to come to the
educational scene ill-equipped to acquire such
complex learnings as reading, arithmetic, spelling,
and written and oral expression (2:52).

18
Later in school life, poor intra-family relationships
may result in unsatisfactory study and working conditions.
III.

THE SCHOOL

Many times, the school has to look no further than
its own program and personnel to find a cause or partial
cause for underachievement.
Curriculum.

Improper emphasis in the school

curriculum can be a cause of underachievement.

If sufficient

attention is not placed on the development of the basic
subjects and their fundamentals, many students may develop
learning difficulties.

Development of the curriculum must

be a systematic and orderly process (2:55).

Many times

schools proceed on the premise that the thinking has already
been done.

Everything has been thought of in advance

(11:162).
The curriculum may be too rigid.

An example, given

by Goodlad is that ideas are the product of "immaculate
conception":
The task of curriculum construction, following this
concept of learning becomes the prepackaging of content
into neat, consumable bundles. These bundles are then
stored away in a curricular deep-freeze and, ultimately,
displayed before the eager eyes of hopeful pupils. But,
alas, goods quickly spoil and swiftly smell. The pupils
are less than enchanted (11:162).

19
If the curriculum is not flexible, it will not meet the needs
and interests of the individual student.
Teacher factors.

Some of the causes of underachieve-

ment may be related to the teacher and his methods.

"Of

all the causes of learning difficulties, faulty instruction
is likely the most important" (2:55).
Methods of instruction that don't allow for individual
differences will not meet the needs and interests of all
students.

A teacher or teaching method which fails to

motivate will influence not only the struggling student but
the superior underachiever as well.

This is the child who

should be doing above average work or even exploring new
and complicated fields of interest.

If drill replaces the

search for learning, then there is little incentive for
him to work up to ability.

"Learning has become a search

for answers that bring rewards, not a search for meaning
that brings satisfaction of true accomplishment" (11:162).
According to Russel, teaching methods which promote
disinterest and repression could result in antagonism (25:68).
The teacher's ability and training are important in
the achievement of students.

This can be most significant

in the early grades when the children are forming habits
and learning basic subjects.
The teache~•s personality can influence how a student
will respond.

Sarcasm, punishment, and unsympathetic
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teacher personalities were also listed as causes of underachievement by Russell (25:68).

An example was the little

girl who was failing because she was absent fifty per cent
of the time.

It was found that she was afraid of the

teacher whose class she attended the first half of each day.
When placed in another room, the girl was no longer an
attendance problem (18:154).
Although not a direct cause, the teacher's failure
to recognize the child's difficulty can greatly aggravate
the situation (26:134).
labeled a failure.

The lower underachiever would be

But equally serious, the superior

underachiever would not be challenged to do better.

"If

the teacher is concerned about the underachieving child,
then the teacher has a problem.

If the teacher is not

concerned, then it's the child who has the problem" (12:79).

CHAPTER III
METHODS OF DIAGNOSIS
This chapter will not attempt to go into diagnosis
in detail.

Aims, objectives, and sequential steps will not

be discussed--only techniques of identification.
I.

TESTS

Objective use of informal and standardized tests
should be a chief source of identifying the underachiever.
One common mistake is to base this decision strictly on
test results.

It is sometimes difficult to get an accurate

measure of achievement.

For example, if a child has a

serious reading difficulty, the results of an achievement
test may show him far below his expected level because the
test itself is based on the supposition that he is able to
read.
The same problem exists when a group intelligence
test is administered.
The correlation between intelligence and achievement
that has been demonstrated by research depends to a
considerable degree upon the type of tests used. If
group paper-and-pencil verbal tests are used to measure
intelligence, the relationship between intelligence
and reading, for example, seems very high because
children who cannot read well are unable to demonstrate
their true intellectual capacity (2:32).
Individual intelligence tests are more apt to be
reliable when appraising the general intelligence of a
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child with an educational disability.

The fact that the

child receives his instructions personally from the examiner,
the fact that the examiner is given an opportunity to observe
each reaction made by the child, plus the careful standardization of procedures for giving the test and scoring the
student's reactions all contribute to a high degree of
accuracy.

II.

OTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION

To determine if and why a student is underachieving,
a considerable length of time must be devoted to the
examination of all factors pertaining to his interests,
values, and internal and external pressures.
Cumulative records.

The cumulative record is a

valuable source of information pertaining to the child.

The

pupil's school history, previous test data, teacher
evaluations, parent conferences, and other information
would be useful for both identifying and discovering the
cause of underachievement.
Judgments of school personnel.

School personnel are

in the best position to recognize a child who is not working
up to ability.

The classroom teacher through daily

observations, conversations with the student, and conferences
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with the parents can obtain a better understanding of the
child.

"Finding time for diagnosis should be a natural part

of all teaching whether it be a minor or serious learning
difficulty" ( 2: 74).
The school nurse has access to school health records
and facilities to check some areas of the child's physical
condition.

If there is evidence of a health problem or

handicap, she can refer the child to his physician for
further examination.

Home visitations can give insight into

the parents' attitudes and the child's living conditions.
The school psychologist or guidance department can
be called in if the child is having emotional problems.
Additional tests, clinical techniques such as the case
study, and counseling may be used to discover the cause of
the student's difficulty.

CHAPTER IV
TREATMENT
Chapter IV will deal with some possible ways the
school can help the underachiever.

There has not been

sufficient evidence established to support or refute many
of the suggestions, but they will be included as possible
avenues of help.
Treatment should be based on sound diagnosis and
should be appropriate for the needs of the individual child.
The various suggestions have been grouped as they relate
to causes discussed in Chapter II.
I.

Physical condition.

THE CHILD

If the child has a physical

disability, there is little the school can do outside of
recommending special help.

The parents should be notified.

In the case of a serious handicap, the child might need
help found only in a special class.

Usually the regular

classroom is not equipped to provide adequate learning for
these children.
Sometimes, making allowances for a child's disability
is all that is necessary t,o help him achieve up to his
capability.

For example, the child with a lack of motor

control should not be continually encouraged to strive for
more speed in writing.
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Values.
values.

Students need to have a chance to develop

In addition to the home and church, the school must

also provide experiences for him to do so.

The curriculum

for all levels of education must make provisions for
students to discover for themselves their interests, beliefs,
and attitudes before they can formulate a set of values.
Questions of beliefs and attitudes should be a part of all
classes, not just the subject of one separate course.

Raths

found that high school students who were lacking in values
benefited from individual counseling sessions (22:422-424).
Self-concept and emotional problems.

Children who

have learned to see themselves as weak, stupid, and defensive
will naturally have a negative self-concept.

A child

identifies himself with significant people in his life.

If

the teacher is to help the child, he must establish a
satisfying relationship with him.

In order to help children

with learning problems, teachers must be able to see them
as "potential explorers, as acceptable, likable, human
beings, capable of having many kinds of feelings that should
be respected, and as able to act constructively to realize
their own potential" (27:46).
As an outcome of her study, Walsh suggested three
ways the teacher could help his students.
encourage exploration.

The first was to

The teacher must help the child
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to feel safe to use his curiosity in a reasonable way.

In

order to do so, the teacher must be tolerant of messes, of
errors in doing projects, and of not getting things done
on time.

It also means giving the child opportunities to

go ahead with activities on his own.

Of course, limits

must be set to keep the class in order.
The second way the teacher can help the child is to
be able to recognize his defenses.

In doing so, he will

become more tolerant and free to work with the cause--the
child's feelings of inadequacy.

Three common but revealing

examples were given:
When one child goes off into a daydream instead of
finishing the assigned task, the important fact behind
the symptom may be that reality is not satisfying to
him, perhaps because it is boring, perhaps because it
demands something he cannot yet accomplish. When
reality becomes more satisfying, the child will not
need to escape into daydreams.
When another child is rebellious, either in an
open, defiant manner or in a covert, passively
resistant way, the important fact may be that he
sees himself threatened as a person. This may be the
time when he needs to be recognized and respected as
an individual, not to have his neurotic pattern
reinforced by a response of anger, authoritarianism,
or rejection.
Evasiveness and lying frequently evoke in the
observer feelings of dislike and disapproval, but
the child who acts in this way already feels weak and
threatened and will not be helped by rejection to
try more constructive ways of coping with his
anxiety and feelings of inadequacy (27:46-47).
Encouraging emotional expression is the third way
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the teacher can help.

The child's nonlearning might be an

indirect way of expressing hostility and anger because he is
unable to express his feelings in a socially acceptable
manner.

First, the child must be made aware of his true

feelings.

Once aware of his feelings, he may also need

help in finding approved ways of expressing them.

This

help should make him less afraid of his own feelings and
less needful to express them in a socially unacceptable
way (27:47).
Whether or not one accepts the self-theory of
personality, the treatment outlined by Walsh would be helpful
for all children with emotional difficulties.

Essentially,

the child should receive much individual attention, understanding, and the opportunity to express his emotional
conflict in some acceptable area other than the learning
situation.

More serious emotional problems will need to be

referred to a psychologist or psychiatrist.

Even while

treatment is being given, the teacher can provide satisfying
experiences in the classroom.
S2ecific school disabilities.
attention is demanded.

Again, individual

In order to make up for lost

foundation work, a remedial program for the student should
be devised, based on his individual needs.
and work habits must be strengthened.

Skills in study

Whatever the

treatment given, it should not conflict with other enjoyable
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activities of the child.
Counseling.

Counseling should start early in the

child's schooling (26:134).

The classroom teacher is not

always in a position to handle the many emotional or social
problems that arise.

The counselor, as a person not directly

connected with the student in a learning situation, is more
apt to win his confidence.

This becomes more important as

the student reaches the later grades with several different
teachers.

The counselor gives him someone to whom he can

take his problems or go for reassurance and encouragement.
One study on the effects of individual counseling
on academic success of underachieving students in grade
eight was done by Calhoun.

His findings showed the

experimental group did make a slight improvement, but the
program of counseling did not bring about a statistically
significant improvement as measured by a standardized test
(3:312-316).

Group therapy.

Group therapy is another method of

treatment as well as diagnosis.

A study was conducted by

Harris and Trotta on eight seventh graders.
nine once-a-week sessions.

There were

The group was started by a

discussion of their common academic problems.

After several

sessions, the group divided into two types of students,
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those who were serious and those who joked and acted up most
of the time.

The students soon found the group was theirs

to shape and direct.
conclusions.

The authors formed the following

Support of the serious members should have

been stronger.

A group of that size could not tolerate even

one severely disturbed student and they would not include
one again.

Girls of the same age were more verbal than boys

and tended to lead the group in discussions.

The clinical

psychologist felt that the presence of a group of peers
helped the members to relax and display their typical
behavior more quickly than in individual counseling or
therapy (14:347-349).
II.

THE HOME

The home is largely responsible for a child's learning
background and subsequent success in school.

Since the

school has no control over the home, this presents a problem.
At best, the school can only attempt to make parents aware
of the existing problem, offer as much help as possible, and,
in more serious cases, refer them to other agencies.
One of the best ways of making parents aware of a
problem is a conference with one or more of the school
personnel involved.

These could include the teacher or

teachers, principal, counselor, school psychologist, and
nurse.

Through the conference the school can suggest ways
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the home and school can work together.
Some suggestions might include creating an atmosphere
at home conducive to good study habits and the desire to
learn; providing less pressure; showing more interest; or
giving more praise for what the child does achieve.

The

school in its role of helping must show parents that it is
genuinely interested in their child.
III.

THE SCHOOL

Finally, the school must look at its own weaknesses.
These weaknesses have been found within the school:

the

curriculum, teacher attitudes and qualifications, or the
physical plant and equipment.

Special attention has been

given to the use of the special class.
Curriculum.

To be really effective, the curriculum

must be flexible enough to allow for individual differences.
The~ Scholar's Soliloquy, (reprinted in the Appendix) is
an example of curriculum and teaching methods which do not
provide for the student's individual needs and interests.
The school is a vital part of the community it
serves.

Therefore, a major role of the school is to know

the community and its children and to do a good job teaching
the material appropriate to the community (17:90).
Even while providing for differing interests, the
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curriculum must be developed through a systematic, orderly
progression which allows proper development of the basic
tool subjects.
Teacher attitudes and qualifications.

If the

curriculum does allow for the varied interests and abilities
of its students, then the school must next examine the
techniques and philosophy of its staff.
be challenged by these underachievers.

The teachers should
The child should not

simply be labeled a failing student, or perhaps a poor
reader, or as careless in doing his work.

11

The microscopic

view requires study, analysis, diagnosis, detailed and
individual planning, and constant re-evaluation of pupil
progress and instructional success" {12:75).

The teacher

should attempt to know more about the child than just his
academic performance.

He has at his disposal school records

as well as resource personnel such as the school nurse,
counselors, and school psychologist.
Motivation is an essential ingredient of achievement.
It takes the right teacher with special qualities to be
able to motivate the underachieving student.
qualities are:

Some of these

enthusiasm for teaching, a genuine personal

interest in the individual pupil, an ability to dramatize
ordinary learning situations, a sense of humor, and
unlimited patience (1:175).
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The teacher who is genuinely concerned with students
who are underachieving will be constantly striving to
improve his own qualifications.

Some avenues open to him

are staff meetings, visitations and observations, professional
reading, extension courses, and graduate study.

Course areas

that would benefit the teacher are mental health, child
growth, interpretation of tests, and special areas of the
exceptional child (12:77).
Physical plant and equipment.

In order to encourage

all students to want to learn, the physical plant should be
cheerful, with adequate lighting and seating.

Provision for

smaller classes should be made.
Adequate materials for remedial teaching are needed
for underachievers who are behind their grade level.

The

school should have materials for each level of difficulty.
They should be suitable in interest as well as content.
Appropriate materials and equipment for enrichment
purposes could be used to help motivate the superior underachiever.
The special class.

If the school is large enough,

provisions for the underachiever can best be made by
arranging classes for that purpose.

Ball says these

students cannot be taught in the regular classroom
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situation.

He feels they gain little from the regular

classwork and most often hinder the progress of the class
(1:175).

This statement is not always true.

The shy or

withdrawn student who sits and does nothing in no way
hinders the progress of the others in class.

But for the

child's sake, a special class would be desirable.

This is

particularly true when regular class loads are large and
the teacher does not have time to provide enough individual
help.
A valuable experimental study in this area was done
by Warren and Iannoccone.

The study consisted of an

experimental and control group and was run for one semester.
Each group was made up of sixteen seventh-grade students
having average ability and below average achievement.

The

experimental group used a separate classroom with an
experienced teacher.

Curriculum and teaching techniques

were adapted to the group needs.

Three hypotheses were

tested (28:41):
Hypothesis 1--The experimental group will show greater
increase in mastery of tool subjects as measured by
the Stanford Achievement Test batteries.
Hypothesis 2--The experimental group will show a
decrease in discipline problems as measured by
teacher, administrative, parental, and self
reports.
Hypothesis 3--Students in the experimental group
will tend to form a group and improve interpersonal relationships.
Support was found for all hypotheses!
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Before the experiment, the records of the students in
both groups showed there had been repeated referrals to the
guidance officer or to the principal because of behavior
problems.

For the duration of the experiment, none_of the

students in the experimental group was referred, whereas
six of the fifteen students in the control group were.
All of the students were given a sociometric test
before the experiment.

The results indicated that all

students in both groups were isolates or near isolates.

A

similar test given at the end of the semester showed only
one reject and no isolates in the experimental group.
When the experimental class was asked by the teacher
for suggestions in placement for the coming school year,
the entire group said they wanted to remain together as a
class.
The experimental group showed superiority in
achievement, behavior, and social relationships.

However,

Warren and Iannaccone felt the improvement may not have
been because of just one factor but several.

These were

individualized instruction, emphasis on reading improvement,
self-evaluation, and relief from normal patterns of
homework and report cards (28:41).

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY
Underachievement is a serious problem that the schools
cannot ignore.

Many students have not been developing their

full capacities.

This problem has been recognized by both

the home and school.
This paper dealt with three related areas of underachievement:

causes, diagnosis, and treatment.

It was

often difficult to distinguish between the cause and the
effect of underachievement.
Some causes of underachievement were found within the
child and his previous learning experiences.

Those discussed

were physical condition, self-concept, values, emotional
problems, and school history.

Two important studies gave

evidence that an inadequate self-concept is one of the main
causes of underachievement.

Some contributing factors in

the student's school history were starting school underage,
poor beginning, specific subject disability, irregular
attendance, changing schools, and poor work and study habits.
Parent attitudes and living conditions were also
found to have an effect on the child's learning.

Poor parent

attitudes included lack of interest in education or the
child, antagonism toward the school, and too much pressure.
Opinions differed on the importance of economic status.

The school has sometimes been at fault for learning
difficulties or lack of motivation.

Curriculum faults

included improper emphasis and rigidity.

Teacher factors

influencing underachievement were methods of instruction,
ability and training, personality, and lack of concern for
the underachiever.
Methods of identification and diagnosis touched only
those available to the school.

These were objective informal

and standardized tests, cumulative records, and judgments
of school personnel.
Suggestions for treatment of underachievement were
based only on what could be attempted by the school.

In

working with the child, it was found that opportunities for
the development of values should be a part of all learning.
Providing the child with ways of developing an adequate
self-concept or meeting emotional problems was another form
of treatment.

The teacher could best help the child by

becoming important to him, encouraging exploration,
recognizing his defenses, and encouraging emotional
expression.

A specific subject disability required a

remedial program based on the child's individual needs.
The study dealing with counseling as a technique of
helping the underachiever and suggestions by other
authorities did not agree.
in this area.

More research would be required

37
Group therapy was presented as another method of
treatment open to the school.

Students tended to be more

relaxed and natural with a group of peers.
Treatment of poor home conditions was limited.

The

school could only make every effort to work closely with the
home and show the parents that it is genuinely interested in
their child and his problem.
Preventive and correctional treatment within the
school included curriculum, teacher attitudes and qualifications, and physical plant and equipment.

The curriculum must

be flexible enough to allow for individual differences.

The

teacher must be able to recognize and be challenged by the
underachiever.

He must also be continually striving to

improve his own qualifications.
As a final suggestion, schools that are large enough
could best meet the needs of the underachiever by providing
a special class.

Normal class loads do not allow time for

sufficient individual help.
Even though the cause of underachievement may be
known, the success of treatment is not assured.

The failure

of some studies to support current ideas on both causes and
treatment show that more research and experimental work
will have to be done.
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APPENDIX

THE POOR SCHOLAR'S SOLILOQUY
No, I'm not very good in school. This is my second
year in the seventh grade, and I'm bigger and taller than
the other kids. They like me all right, though, even if
I don't say much in the classroom, because outside I can
tell them how to do a lot of things. They tag me around
and that sort of makes up for what goes on in school.
I don't know why the teachers don't like me. They
never have very much. Seems like they don't think you
know anything unless you can name the book it comes out of.
I've got a lot of books in my room at home--books like
Popular Science Mechanical Encyclopedia, and Sears' and
Ward's catalogues--but I don 1 t very often just sit down
and read them through like they make us do in school. I
use my books when I want to find something out, like
whenever Mom buys anything second-hand I look it up in
Sears' or Ward's first and tell her if she's getting stung
or not. I can use the index in a hurry.
In school, though, we've got to learn whatever is in
the book and I just can't memorize the stuff. Last year
I stayed after school every night for two weeks trying to
learn the names of the Presidents. Of course I knew some
of them, like Washington and Jefferson and Lincoln, but
there must have been thirty altogether, and I never did
get them straight.
I'm not too sorry though, because the kids who learned
the Presidents had to turn right around and learn all the
Vice Presidents. I am taking the seventh grade over, but
our teacher this year isn't so interested in the names of
the Presidents. She has us trying to learn the names of
all the great American inventors.
I guess I just can't remember names in history. Anyway, this year I've been trying to learn about trucks
because my uncle owns three and he says I can drive one
when I'm sixteen. I already know the horsepower and number
of forward and backward speeds of twenty-six American
trucks, some of them Diesels, and I can spot each make a
long way off. It's funny how that Diesel works. I started
to tell my teacher about it last Wednesday in science class
when the pump we were using to make a vacuum in a bell jar
got hot, but she said she didn't see what a Diesel engine
had to do with our experiment on air pressure so I just

42
kept still. The kids seemed interested though. I took four
of them around to my uncle's garage after school and we
saw the mechanic, Gus, tear a big truck Diesel down. Boy,
does he know his stuff!
I'm not very good in geography, either. They call it
economic geography this year. We've been studying the
imports and exports of Chile all week, but I couldn't tell
you what they are. Maybe the reason is I had to miss
school yesterday because my uncle took me in his big trailer
truck down state about 200 miles, and we brought almost
10 tons of stock to the Chicago market.
He had told me where we were going, and I had to
figure out the highways to take and also the mileage. He
didn't do anything but drive and turn where I told him to.
Was that fun! I sat with a map in my lap and told him to
turn south, or southeast, or some other direction. We made
seven stops, and drove over 500 miles round trip. I'm
figuring now what his oil cost, and also the wear and tear
on the truck--he calls it depreciation--so we'll know how
much we made.
I even write out all the bills and send letters to
the farmers about what their pigs and beef cattle brought
at the stockyards. I only made three mistakes in 17 letters
last time, my aunt said, all commas. She's been through
high school and reads them over. I wish I could write
school themes that way. The last one I had to write was
on, "What a Daffodil Thinks of Spring", and I just couldn't
get going.
I don't do very well in school in arithmetic, either.
Seems I just can't keep my mind on the problems. We had
one the other day like this:
"If a 57-foot telephone pole falls across a cement
highway so that 17 3/6 feet extend from one side and
14 9/17 feet from the other, how wide is the highway?"
That seemed to me like an awfully silly way to get
the width of a highway. I didn't even try to answer it
because it didn't say whether the pole had fallen straight
across or not.
Even in shop I don't get very good grades. All of
us kids made a broom holder and bookend this term and mine
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were sloppy. I Just couldn't get interested. Mom doesn't
use a broom anymore with her new vacuum cleaner, and all
our books are in a bookcase with glass doors in the parlor.
Anyway, I wanted to make an end gate for my uncle's trailer,
but the shop teacher said that meant using metal and wood
both, and I'd have to learn how to work with wood first.
I didn't see why, but I kept still and made a tie rack at
school and the tail gate after school at my uncle's garage.
He said I saved him ten dollars.
Civics is hard for me, too. I've been staying after
school trying to learn the "Articles of Confederation" for
almost a week, because the teacher said we couldn't be
good citizens unless we did. I really tried, because I
want to be a good citizen. I did hate to stay after school,
though, because a bunch of us boys from the south end of
town have been cleaning up the old lot across from Taylor's
Machine Shop to make a playground out of it for the little
kids from the Methodist home. I made the Jungle gym from
old pipe, and the guys made me Grand Mogul to keepthe
playground going. We raise enough money collecting scrap
this month to build a wire fence clear around the lot.
Dad says I can quit school when I am fifteen, and I
am sort of anxious to because there are a lot of things I
want to learn how to do, and as my uncle says, I'm not
getting any younger (5:219-220).

